Optimising neurosurgical outpatient care: a paradigm shift?
The Wellington Regional Hospital (WRH) neurosurgical service has noted a substantial increase in patient volumes over the last decade, with referrals to the neurosurgical outpatient clinic appearing to have increased even more substantially. To quantify the increase in referrals to the WRH neurosurgical outpatient service and to determine whether this has translated into an increase in the number of neurosurgical procedures performed. All referrals to the WRH neurosurgical department from the lower North and upper South Islands of New Zealand spanning 10 years were collected. Key outcome data were the number of interventions performed. In addition to GP referrals, all specialist referrals to the WRH neurosurgical outpatient service were also analysed as a comparison. In total, 19 201 patients were referred to the WRH neurosurgical service over the 10 years of the study. Within this timeframe, 7105 patients were referred by GPs and 12 096 were referred by specialist teams. Only 348 patients (4.9%) referred by GPs underwent some form of therapeutic intervention, compared to 3489 patients (28.8%) referred by specialist teams. Our data shows that specialist referrals result in a proportionally greater number of therapeutic interventions than GP referrals. This is in part due to the wider array of diagnostic tests available to specialists compared to GPs. The development of relevant guidelines for primary care referral to a neurosurgical service appears warranted and could facilitate initiation of appropriate investigations in primary care.